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A ray of hope in the darkness: What we have learned from Yangtze 
giant soft-shell turtle Rafetus swinhoei (Gray, 1873) conservation? 
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The Swinhoe's softshell turtle, Rafetus swinhoei (Gray, 
1873),) is one of the world's largest freshwater turtles, 
and possibly the most endangered turtle species on the 
planet (Stanford et al., 2018). It has an overall length of 
over 100 cm and a width of up to 70 cm, and it can easily 
weigh up to 70-100 kg, maximum weight was recorded at 
169 kg (Solimine, 2013; Trong, 2018). Despite its enor- 
mous size and unusual look, this species is incredibly 
secretive and only comes to the surface to breathe, prefer- 
ring to remain submerged deep down. For this species, 
there is very little ecological information, and the remain- 
ing distribution is unclear. This could explain why it's so 
difficult to positively identify and confirm occurrences of 
this species in the wild (Trong, 2018). If we look back to 
the history and biogeography of this species, it can be 
found that the existential records were documented in the 
historical literature of the Chinese and Vietnamese dynas- 
ties. This species was once thought to only live along the 
Red River in China and Vietnam, as well as the lower 
Yangtze River floodplain in China, but its current popula- 
tion size is estimated to be just one wild individual of 
undetermined sex and a solitary captivity male in Suzhou 
Zoo, China. Although recent thorough searches in Yun- 
nan, China, and Vietnam failed to confirm the presence of 
more wild specimens, some sightings were reported until 
around a decade ago (Stanford et al., 2018), giving hope 
that more individuals may yet exist in Vietnam. It was 
already scarce when Pierre-Marie Heude collected some 
specimens from the Tai Hu Lake area in the 1870s 
(Heude, 1880). Most populations in China and Vietnam 
appear to be extinct after a long period of overexploita- 
tion (Le and Pritchard, 2009; Pritchard, 2001; Wang and 
Shi, 2011). The last reported wild specimen in China was 
captured and released in 1998 along the Red River be- 
tween Yuanyang and Jianshui. Only three to four living 
specimens have been discovered: one or two at Dong Mo 
Lake Son Tay in Hanoi, Vietnam, one at Xuan Khanh 
Lake near Hanoi, Vietnam, (Mayer, 2018), and one at 
China's Suzhou Zoo. In 2016/17 Suzhou Zoo moved to a 
new location and the R. swinhoei pair were in a temporary 
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holding facility, a situation bringing new uncertainties to 
the conservation efforts. Suzhou Zoo's sole female turtle 
died on April 13, 2019, just following the most recent 
reproductive period (Al Jazeera, 2019). In total, 90% of 
the Rafetus swinhoei hunters believed that wild R. swin- 
hoei individuals should still be present at their particular 
sites, and some hunters also reported a few recent sight- 
ings that they attributed to the target species (Pham Van 
et al., 2020). 

Now the greatest questions will repeatedly 
come, what and which situations will bring this species 
to the edge of the ditch of extinction? It is straightfor- 
ward to answer the reasons behind the current situation 
of a threatened or near-extinct species nowadays. Even- 
tually, some scientists and conservationists suggested 
that the destruction of their habitat by river regulation, 
dam construction and polluting rivers for critical species 
is a major potential threat (Solimine, 2013; Stanford et 
al., 2018). On the other hand, hunting was prohibited 
because their meat was consumed, and their carapace 
was utilized for medicinal purposes (Nuwer, 2021). Ac- 
cording to a study on Rafetus swinhoei hunters, it was 
reported that the population collapse of R. swinhoei in 
Vietnam occurred in two phases: first, in the 1980s, 
when the population size dramatically decreased. Sec- 
ond, in the early 1990s, when many hunters simultane- 
ously collected multiple individuals from populations 
already experiencing severe impacts. There was also 
widespread consensus that after 1991-92, these turtles 
became extremely scarce (Pham Van et al., 2020). 

Surprisingly, this freshwater giant soft-shell 
turtle has been in the Indo-Myanmar, and Chinese re- 
gions for thousands to millions of years with no genetic 
variations (Minh Le et al., 2014), whereas the river pol- 
lution, making dams on mighty rivers, and so-called 
global warming are very recent phenomena. Therefore, 
what was the main reason for these animals facing exis- 
tential threats? We would rather say that the legal over- 
trade, lack of legislation to control these wildlife trad- 
ing, trafficking, and the human food preferences of these 
mentioned areas will be on top of the reasoning. 
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However, very recently, Le Duc et al. (2020) reported a 
skull of this turtle from northern Vietnam (Tho Xuyen 
swamp), with a great interest, some other surveys were 
conducted by following the previous reports and foot- 
prints to find at least one living individual of it. Fortunate- 
ly, at the start of the year 2021, a giant female individual 
of this turtle species was discovered from in a lake in the 
Hanoi district, Vietnam (Carrington, 2021). We should 
not forget that it’s a hope in the whole silent dark, but not 
a confirmation of success. Previously, scientists, breeders, 
and conservationists approached a fruitless breeding at- 
tempt and, later, on the tragic death of the only known 
living female individual (Nuwer, 2021). Captive breeding 
for the least studied species is always a nightmare for the 
abovementioned professionals; due to lack of living indi- 
vidual resources, less known biology of the long-lived 
turtle, and high risk. After discovering the only known 
living female individual from Vietnam, we have two piec- 
es of news to share with the rest of the world. Firstly, we 
are seeing hope to save this species from extinction, and 
secondly, with a failed breeding attempt, we will add this 
species name to the list of dinosaurs. Obviously, we will 
hope for the best. This species needs to be conserved for 
proofing the existence of this species in the world. 
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